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Abstract

The Baishatun Mazu pilgrimage has been first employed by the U Theater as a new way of actor training
for those in pursuit of an understanding of their alternative bodies; now many theater practitioners relish it as an
annual opportunity to review one’s connection to the self, the land, the people, and the Goddess Mazu. Most prior
research has focused on the relationship between the Baishatun Mazu pilgrimage and the construction of cultural
identity. Few inquired directly into the body experiences of on-foot pilgrimage. Therefore, the purpose of this
paper was to investigate how the movements of walking are pursued, sensed, inscribed and transformed into body
memory by theater workers participating in the Baishatun Mazu pilgrimage. This paper focuses on the alternative
bodies of theater workers and explores the self-awareness mode of this long-distance walk by analyzing the
grounded feet, weight shifts, tight muscles, and pains. Using my own body as a research tool and method, this
paper employs my phenomenological ethnographic writings, discusses several theater participants’ accounts and
draws the concepts of “kinesthetic empathy” to rethink the inter-relationship between individual body practices
and interpretations of their meanings. The results of this paper found that these theater participants in the
Baishatun Mazu pilgrimage concentrated on the practices of “grounding.” They not only focused on the feedback
of their inner body and senses, but also observed outwardly the dynamic inter-relationships between the group
and the individual. This paper concludes that the space of individual and the space of multiple interpretations
exist side-by-side within the rhythms of collective walking. When they posited and projected their body and mind
deeply into the local context of pilgrimage, they accumulated the dynamic meanings of “kinesthetic empathy” that
generated and renewed body knowledge and memory with each step.

Keywords: cultural identity, body experiences, body memory, kinesthetic empathy, grounding
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Introduction

The Baishatun Mazu pilgrimage is a well-known
religious annual journey with the longest walking
distance across four counties in Taiwan. The routes
are all led by the action of the Mazu sedan, which all
pilgrims’ minds and bodies follow. This pilgrimage
has been first employed by the U Theater as a new
way of actor training in pursuit of an understanding
of their alternative bodies. Nowadays, many theater
participants join in as an annual opportunity to
review one’s connection to the self, the land, the
people, and the Goddess Mazu. Most of previous
research focused on the relationship between the
Baishatun Mazu pilgrimage and the construction of
cultural identity (Chung, 2012; Liu, 1992; Quintero,
2002; Yeh, 2013), but few papers looked directly
at the bodily experiences of walking. Even though
Yu (2010) proposed the concept of “experience of
the body” in response to the “sensual turn” in the
international discipline of anthropology and Lu (2013)
also discussed the senses of general pilgrims in the
Baishatun Mazu pilgrimage, still hardly any research
focused on theater participants and their highly
self-reflective, alternative, walking bodies. These
participants have had professional body training from
theater and/or dance backgrounds, which may or may
not be different from regular religious participants.

The purpose of this paper is to investigate how the
movements of walking are pursued, sensed, inscribed
and transformed into body memory by theater
workers in participating Baishatun Mazu pilgrimage.
By analyzing the grounded feet, weight shifts, tight
muscles, and pains, this paper emphasizes on the
alternative bodies of theater workers and explores their
self-awareness mode of this long-distance walking.

This paper employs ethnographic writing,
field notes, and interviews, partly drawing from my
previous ethnographic research (Chang, 2011), in
order to analyze and theorize the alternative walking
bodies. Using my own body as a research tool and
method, this paper adopts phenomenological and
ethnographic methods to record the sensational and
reflective information from the researcher’s own body
experiences during the on-foot pilgrimage. At the same
time, this paper discusses several theater participants’
accounts, based on interviews and published texts,
to analyze the common experiences and reflections

from different participants. Drawing the concepts of
“kinesthetic empathy” and of “grounding” (Foster,
2011), this paper intends to rethink the interweaving
relationship between individual body senses, practices,
and experiences, and the interpretations of meanings
and to theorize the critical value of self-awareness in
the walking bodies.

Senses: The Body Experiences of
Walking in the Baishatun Pilgrimage

The analyses of this paper are discussed from two
perspectives. The first part discusses pilgrims’ inner
sensations and reflections; the second part analyzes the
outwardly observation on the relationships between the
individual and the collective during the pilgrimage. In
order to keep the body and mind flexible to follow the
dynamic actions of Mazu, the walking bodies in the
Baishatun Mazu pilgrimage have to figure out how to
maintain a “responsive body” (Novack, 1990, p. 189),
to improvise their movements, and to focus on the
livingness of their bodies. Drawing from their previous
training and physical habitus that emphasize continual
sensing, connecting and adjusting with the self and the
body, theater participants had practiced to accumulate
kinesthetic knowledge and to obtain the “intellectual
knowing with sensuous experiencing” (Brown, 1971,
1972, p. 11; as cited in Novack, 1990, p. 31). They
concentrated in their practices of “grounding” with
their whole bodies and senses that generate kinesthetic
empathy and contribute to the changing of body
senses. They also kept their self-awareness and stayed
in the present moment, without limiting themselves by
the previous modes.

Observation: The Inter-Relationship
Between the Group and the Individual

They not only focused on the feedbacks of their
inner bodies and senses, but also observed outwardly
the dynamic inter-relationships between the group
and the individual. The pilgrimage, devoted to Mazu,
is consisted and accomplished by the pilgrims’
corporeality. The community of pilgrims is a collective
entity; however, it also allows the individuals to have
the freedom to choose between multiple walking
routes and various approaches to walking. The flows of
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the collective energy, the sharing knowledge of pains,
and the physical interaction with the people and with
the environment all contribute to enlarge and enrich
the body senses, experiences, and memories of the
pilgrimage. The space of the individual and the space
of multiple interpretations exist side-by-side within the
rhythms of collective walking.

Conclusion

The Baishatun Mazu pilgrimage is a productive
field in which the alternative walking bodies of
theater participants engage with the active creations of
meaning, memories and knowledge. The pilgrimage
is a process in which the pilgrims are aware of their
body senses, communicate with their kinesthetic
sensations, experience the challenges for their
mind and body, and overcome or coexist with their
uneasiness. This long-distance journey highlights the
importance of corporeality. With sincere “grounding”
practices, the walking bodies inscribe their individual
meanings and personal interpretations. At the
same time, the emerging reflections, meanings and
memories generated during the walking also became
the inscriptions deeply rooted in their bodies. So
the pilgrimage is not simply a “rite of passage,” but
also a dynamic field in which the individual and the
collective discourses interweave and address each
other. When they posited and projected their body and
mind deeply into the local context of the pilgrimage,
they accumulated the dynamic meanings of “kinesthetic
empathy” that generate and renew the body knowledge
and memory with each step.
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